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+ 
Purpose 

 To identify current knowledge gaps in regards to the 

occupational health of Canadian dental assistants  

 Develop profession specific data within the identified gaps in 

the literature 

 Begin to develop capacity in dental assisting research that 

can address gaps in literature  



+ 
Methods 

 Four part study design: 

1. Environmental scan 

2. Literature review 

3. Online survey 

4. In-depth semi-structured interviews  
 

 Four distinct research products:  

1. Environmental scan 

2. Literature review  

3. Analysis of survey data report  

4. Final research synthesis report  
 



+ 
Methods and research products  
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+ 
From the literature  

 Occupational health concerns have been at the core of research 
in dentistry and allied oral health care professions (Ayatollahi et 
al., 2012; CDAA, 2008; Hayes et al, 2009)  

 Research in occupational health in dental professions 
disproportionately considers dentists as a primary research 
focus 

 There is a significant lack of national or provincially specific 
research on dental assisting and occupational health 

 There is robust research in the area of ergonomics and 
preventative techniques. However, the current literature 
highlights the need for a shift in concepts of prevention and 
points of intervention (Gupta, 2011; Greathouse et al., 2010).  



+ 
Online survey participants and 

outcomes 

 317 dental assistants participated in a short online survey 

consisting of twenty questions on a range of occupational 

health issues in dental assisting  

 Questions were in both multiple choice and short answer 

formats 

 Generated a brief demographic snapshot of dental assisting 

in Canada  

 Highlighted occupational health concerns specific to dental 

assistants that was not captured in the literature review  



+ 
Demographic snapshot of the 

profession 
From the online survey  

Age and Sex of Canadian Dental Assistants, 2015  
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+ 
Type of work and years of practice 

Nature of Work Compared to Years of Practice of Canadian 

Dental Assistants, 2015  

 

From the online survey  

1-5 6-10 11-15 16-20 21-25 25+ 

Full time 60 37 32 25 17 59 

Part time 22 6 4 4 2 19 

Relief 

Hours 

4 1 5 1 1 4 

Job 

sharing 

1 1 0 0 2 2 



+ 
Demographic sketch of the 

profession 

 Predominately female (99%) 

 Of mixed age  

 Most working full-time (74%) 

 A notable minority working part-time (18%) 

 Majority have been working for either 1-5 years (27%) or 

more than 25 years (27%) 

 

From the online survey 



+ 
In-depth semi-structured 

interviews 

 Qualitative data was collected from four in-depth telephone 

interviews  

 Interview data was free coded within broader occupational 

health themes 

 All interview participants had been working as dental 

assistants for more than twenty years 

 Participants from diverse jurisdictions (e.g., Quebec, Nova 

Scotia, Alberta, etc.)  



+ 
Survey and interview data key 

findings 

 Results from the online results and data collected through 
four in-depth semi-structures interviews revealed two key 
findings: 

 

1. There is a need for pan-Canadian coordination of skills 
and education in dental assisting 

 The lack of coordination has negative impacts (i.e., stress, 
de-skilling, anxiety) on the work life and career prospects 
of dental assistants  

2. The lack of interprofessional collaboration and 
understanding between dental assistants and dentists is a 
driving force behind poor ergonomics 

 There is more to ensuring good ergonomics than providing 
proper equipment and the physical environment  



+ 
Pan-Canadian coordination for 

skills and education  

 In Canada, the regulation of health professions falls within 

provincial jurisdiction 

 Education and regulation of Canadian dental assistants 

varies across provincial boundaries  

 Canada is home to more than 80 training programs for dental 

assistants 

 Inter- as well as intra-jurisdictional training and 

education variability plays a prominent role in the self-

reported stress among dental assistants  



+ 
Pan-Canadian coordination for 

skills and education 

“One of our schools has gone to where dental 
assistants can scale. I would just throw that out 
there as, a few things there; I think it 
encroaches upon the hygienist’s job, even 
though someone would be qualified to do it, it 
just crosses over a little bit. You know, for 
anybody such as myself, I still have training but 
I don’t have that training. Qualifications need 
to be looked at as a standard, something 
Canada-wide” 

Sample of participant responses 



+ 
Pan-Canadian coordination for 

skills and education 

“There are about 20 that have graduated 

with scaling. It hasn’t happened yet, but it 

certainly will. We’re not as qualified 

afterwards. There are limitations on it I think. 

I think it is something that should be 

looked at as part of the education. Now 

these dental assistants are putting 

everyone else at a disadvantage”  

Sample of participant responses  



+ 
Interprofessional collaboration as 

a barrier to good ergonomics 

 Reoccurring theme in the literature and data was the need 

for a new approach to good ergonomics 

 Previous approaches have almost exclusively focused on 

equipment, posture, and the overall physical environment 

 Interview data revealed that good ergonomics is only 

partially satisfied by a good chair and proper equipment 

 Interview data revealed that the lack of interprofessional 

collaboration or understanding between dental assistants 

and dentists as a driving force behind poor ergonomics 

 



+ 
Interprofessional collaboration as 

a barrier to good ergonomics 

 This is not the first time that dental assistants and other allied 
oral health professionals have recognized the importance of 
interprofessional collaboration in ergonomics 

  American dental schools are looking at making training 
with dental assistants a compulsory component of their 
curriculum (Formicola et al., 2012)  

 Canadian dental schools are beginning to consider this 
approach but early interventions have yet to be evaluated  

 Working to foster interprofessional collaboration between 
Canadian dentistry and dental assisting programs will be 
invaluable to achieving good ergonomics in both professions 



+ 
Interprofessional collaboration as 

a barrier to good ergonomics 

“When dentists are in school they don’t 

have an assistant. So unless you have 

someone who sees the value in the assistant 

doing more things for them, it is hard. I have 

always been lucky to have someone who 

wants you there doing things for them. Until 

you can train that dentist to use you the 

way you should be used, it’s difficult” 

Sample of participant responses  



+ 
Interprofessional collaboration as 

a barrier to good ergonomics 

“Some dental assistants don’t feel they 
can speak up and say anything, it all 
comes down to who they happen to work 
for. There are days there are no way around 
to sit in a position it is not possible to be in a 
good ergonomic position…some assistants 
don’t feel they can have that ability or that 
they can ask the dentist to maneuver things 
differently so it eases pressure on them…I 
am below the dentist in the hierarchy.”  

Sample of participant responses  



+ 
Moving forward 

 

 Future research should address the limitations of this initial 
small-scale study 

 Lack of data concerning Quebec 

 Research needs to be conducted in French 

 Research demonstrated that there is a need for dental 
assisting specific research 

 There should be a focus on the occupational health impacts 
of the lack of standardization for skills and education  

 Steps need to be taken to develop good interprofessional 
understanding and collaboration between dental 
assistants and dentists  
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